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Maria Fairfax and the “Easy Philosopher”
Action and Indolence in Andrew Marvell’s
“Upon Appleton House”
Byron Nelson
West Virginia University
Andrew Marvell dramatizes the difficult choice between action and indolence in

his long pastoral poem, “Upon Appleton House.” The nameless nun’s rhetorical
temptation of Isabel Thwaites, as narrated in an apparent digression from the past
history of the house, anticipates the poet’s own self-seduction in the woods later in
the poem. Both Isabel and the poet need to be rescued from their fallen state. The
tension between action and passivity is resolved by the redemptive appearance
of “Maria.” The model for her providential intervention is the Shakespearean
romance, in which an innocent daughter, who is rescued from danger and
degradation, replaces a flawed father as the center of dramatic interest. The poem
is filled with depictions of rigorous actions on the part of the bees, flowers and
mowers, which implicitly call into question Lord Fairfax’s retirement. The bad
behavior of the nun and the poet’s lapse into indolence are falls in the Augustinian
sense. Maria, who is implicitly compared with Elizabeth Drury in Donne’s
“Anniversary” poems, Lady Alice in Milton’s Comus, Marina in Pericles, and the
Blessed Virgin Mary, leads the poet back to his proper calling. The poem insists
that we are inescapably accountable for our actions, even among the pastoral
charms of Appleton House.

During

his tenure with Thomas, Lord Fairfax at his Yorkshire
estate, Nun Appleton House, Andrew Marvell seems to have
pondered the direction of his life, debated the relative merits of
action and contemplation, and made some hard decisions about the
merits of the active life and a life of indolence. Because he did not
participate in military action during the English civil wars, Marvell
offers a provocative contrast with his employer and patron, who
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had withdrawn to his country estate partly as a protest against the
invasion of Scotland and the execution of Charles I. Although at one
dramatic point in his long poem, “Upon Appleton House,”1 the poet
becomes an “easy philosopher,” Marvell is briskly recalled from his
epicurean ease by the appearance of his pupil, Mary Fairfax. In the
spirit of the speaker in “Upon Appleton House,” this essay seeks
to meander around the estate but also to call some of its characters
to account. It argues that the nun’s rhetorical seduction of Isabel
Thwaites anticipates the poet’s own self-seduction in the woods,
and that having chosen indolence and unworthy ease, both Isabel
and the poet need to be rescued from their fallen state—Isabel,
from her physical incarceration in the convent; the poet, from the
sensuous indolence into which he has declined. Marvell confronts
the theme of retirement in order to raise profound questions about
the choice between indolence and action. In the process, he adds
new philosophical depth to the genre of the country-house poem.
A survey of the critical history of the poem reveals a rich
debate on a number of issues. The exact genre of the poem has
never been firmly settled, and the critics have not agreed whether
the progress of the poem, from the house to the estate and back
to the house, yields a genuine unity, or determined what the exact
relationships of the various stations in the poem’s survey—the house,
garden, meadow and woods. There is concern about the nature of
the relationship between the poet and his patron, and some question
whether the long episode of the temptation of Isabel Thwaites, from
the pre-Reformation past, successfully complements the celebration
of Mary Fairfax or should be viewed as merely a long digression.
The apparently teasing, playful relationship of the poet to his pupil
has come under increasing scrutiny, and there have been efforts to
link Mary with a succession of redemptive female figures, especially
Elizabeth Drury in John Donne’s “Anniversary” poems. Given the
rich critical response to the poem, it should not be surprising that
the purpose of the poem has come under suspicion. This paper
1 Andrew Marvell, The Poems of Andrew Marvell, ed. Nigel Smith (London: Pearson Longman, 2003).
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attempts to respond to a number of these concerns and specifically
to consider the proper relationship between action and passivity. I
believe that the tension between these two conditions is resolved
by the appearance of “Maria” and the model for her providential
intervention is the Shakespearean romance, in which a rescued
daughter, who has remained innocent despite grievous assaults on
her virtue, replaces a flawed and fallen father as the focus of dramatic
interest. The intervention of Maria recalls the poet to action, but the
examples of the nun, Isabel and poet suggest how easily fallible
humans can be led astray.
“Upon Appleton House” has been too widely examined to
be called “bafflingly private” any longer, as John Wallace grumbled
in 1968, but the debate over a wide range of issues concerning the
poem continues gratifyingly to open up.2
The pastoral tradition seems to hold the most promise of
explaining the poem, but even some of the poem’s most eloquent
readers have failed to find unity in Marvell’s most ambitious pastoral
poem.3 Other critics have recently discovered more darkness than
2 John M. Wallace, Destiny His Choice: The Loyalism of Andrew Marvell (Cambridge: Cambridge U P, 1968), 232. Wallace, 241, describes the poem
in generic terms as a “Christian epic,” while most critics have evoked either the
pastoral tradition, as has Donald M. Friedman, “Andrew Marvell.” The Cambridge Companion to English Poetry, Donne to Marvell (Cambridge: Cambridge
U P, 1993), 232, or the tradition of the country house poem. Placing the poem in
its historic context at the end of the civil wars, J. F. S. Post, English Lyric Poetry
(London: Routledge, 1999), 276, 278, finds in it a lament for the poet’s country
and for the end of courtliness, and relates Marvell’s description of his patron’s
garden to John of Gaunt’s evocation of “this blessed plot,” England itself.
3 Alastair Fowler, The Country House Poem (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
UP, 1994), 16, reminds us that “estate poems are in precisely the opposite mode
(from pastoral): namely, georgic.” Harry Berger Jr. “Marvell’s ‘Upon Appleton
House’: An Interpretation,” John Donne and the Seventeenth-Century Metaphysical Poets, ed. Harold Bloom (New York: Chelsea House, 1986), 210-11,noted
how “Marvell’s attention sweeps from the house out to the estate and back to the
house” and admired the poet’s skill in connecting the present with the past and
inward (to the poet’s withdrawal) and outward, to Maria’s redemptive appearance.
In one of the best-known readings of the poem, Don Cameron Allen, Image and
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light in Marvell’s pastoral vision.4 Readers have long commented
on the proportions of the poem, and often wondered why, if one
model is Ben Jonson’s “To Penshurst,” there is no description of the
amenities of the house and no concluding celebratory feast. There
is uncertainty about the exact identity of the “sober frame,” since
Marvell may begin his survey either in the older, smaller house
which was built from the materials of the convent or the larger
house which replaced it.5 Certainly there has been a good deal of
Meaning: Metaphoric Traditions in Renaissance Poetry (rev. ed. Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins Press, 1968), 189, commended the poet for celebrating Fairfax’s house,
but by calling it “a sequence of dramatic poems” Allen implicitly denies it full
unity. Donald Friedman, Marvell’s Pastoral Art (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1970), 214, found it “hazardous to suggest one theme, one motif, or one
dominant idea that can be described as central” to the poem. More recently, James
Turner, The Politics of Landscape (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1979), 62, calls the
poem “a typical locodescriptive poem of the post-war years.” Turner’s description has proven persuasive, but it is possible that in focusing on the descriptive
elements, he understates the extent of the transformations of the characters in the
poem.
4 Perhaps inspired by Allen’s shrewd analysis of the “bitter pastoralism” (see p. 06) of “Upon Appleton House,” Anne Cotterill, “Marvell’s Watery
Maze: Digression and Discovery at Nun Appleton,” ELH 69 (Spring 2002), 103,
observes the disturbing progress of the poem “from the containment of an English
country house into a dark landscape” of the Fairfax estate, the spirit, and “the
dark recesses of the self.” In this melancholy Freudian vein, future studies will
no doubt continue to probe these dark recesses—and like Malvolio will grumble,
“I say this house is dark.”
5 Wallace, 238, comments that Appleton House demonstrated the Vitruvian virtues of “commodities, firmness and delight.” while M. J. K. O’Loughlin,“
‘This Sober Frame’: A Reading of ‘Upon Appleton House,’ ” Andrew Marvell: A
Collection of Critical Essays, sd. George deF. Lord (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1968), 126, finds justification for the house in its brisk utility—after all,
“it exists only as an inn ‘to entertain / Its Lord a while, but not remain.’ ” Allen,
199, ponders the irony that the garden is both “a symbol of the state” and garrison,
and that even if the militaristic structure of the garden was one of the “flowery
jests” of an earlier Lord Fairfax, the flowers take their aim at the neighboring
castle of one of Fairfax’s opponents during the civil war, the Archbishop of York’s
palace at Cawood Castle. For Wallace, 246, 248, the meadow lacks the discipline
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discussion about what happens to the poet in the woods, to which he
escapes when the meadow is flooded. To choose but one response,
John Wallace views the woods darkly, as the scene of Marvell’s
debauch and imprisonment.6 The exact nature of the transformation
undergone by the poet in the woods is central to the meaning of
the poem and its debate on action and indolence, and on this topic
the critics have shown deep division. For many critics, the central
choice to be faced by the poet is between action and indolence.7
For other critics, however, the paths of action and contemplation are
reasonable alternatives.8
of Fairfax’s garden and represents the active life, in its wild disorder. More darkly,
Patsy Griffin, The Modest Ambition of Andrew Marvell (Newark: University of
Delaware Press, 1995), 71, describes the meadow as “the deeply fallen, hellish
world outside Nunappleton.” Perhaps Griffin is putting too much pressure on the
word “abyss.”
6 Wallace, 249, 251. In becoming the “prelate of the grove,” Marvell,
according to Wallace, loses self-control, succumbs to idleness and ends up fishing
on the river bank like Mark Antony.
7 For Friedman, Pastoral Art, 225, “the problem of the choice between
public affairs and passive retirement usurped (sic) Marvell’s deepest concern during the years between the execution of Charles I and Marvell’s departure from
Nunappleton.” Annabel M. Patterson, Marvell and the Civic Crown (Princeton:
Princeton UP, 1978), 16, applies her argument that Marvell “perceived the role of
a writer in his own period as a necessary compromise between the two venerable
choices of commitment and retreat (and) political action and intellectual perspective” to his entire career, and not just to his years at the Fairfax estate.
8 For Robert Wilcher, Andrew Marvell (Cambridge: Cambridge UP,
1985), 164, it is finally “not enough to be an ‘easy philosopher’ or to languish
‘with ease,” and for him, presumably, the poet has been sent packing by Maria
back to action and duty at the poem’s end. For Thomas Healy, “ ‘Dark All Without
It Knits’: Vision and Authority in Marvell’s ‘Upon Appleton House.’ ” Literature
and the English Civil War, eds. Thomas Healy and Jonathan Sawday (Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 1990), 180, 186, “The whole concept of retreat in the poem becomes questionable,” but this is not because of a self-evident call to return to action. Rather, the poem “deliberately and determinedly asserts the uncontrollable,
unstable and unknowable quality of the world it seeks to encapsulate.” Friedman,
Pastoral Art, 224, was correct to insist that “The impulse to retreat into such a
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In light of these criticisms, this essay will test some of the attitudes

toward action and indolence and will examine Marvell’s relationship
with Lord Fairfax and the poet’s own increasing self-awareness;
in the process, it will contrast the effect of the two most intrusive
female figures in the poem, the nameless nun from England’s
Catholic past who attempts to convert Isabel Thwaites in the long
episode from the history of the Fairfax family, and Maria, who
imposes order upon the unruly meadows and recalls the poet from
his indolent, self-indulgent behavior. The poem for me is an urgent
debate over the relative merits of action and passive withdrawal,
illustrated most sharply by the accounts of the falls of Isabel and the
poet into something like the “ignoble ease, and peaceful sloth” that
Milton’s Belial urges at the council in Pandemonium in Paradise
Lost (1667).
In addition to the unruly nun and the indolent poet, the poem
features a rich cast of supporting actors who behave in aggressive
and unruly fashion. Their frenetic activity and disorder are quelled
by the entrance of Maria. Nature instinctively responds to her and
attempts to share her beauty with the gardens of the Fairfax estate.
Maria’s appearance at stanza 82, at the poem’s climax, causes the
poet to hide his fishing tackle and to be shamed out of his indolence
and Nature to “recollect” itself. At this moment she becomes the
object of adoration of men, fish, the stream itself, and the poet.
Maria can commend all that surrounds her simply by appearing; she
charms the world and vitrifies Nature, and most importantly for the
purposes of the poem, she redeems the “easy philosopher” himself,
the fallen poet.
In the tradition of the country-house poem, as numerous
critics have observed, “Upon Appleton House” is structured by
progress from house to estate, especially the meadows and the
world of soft passivity” is a key feature of the poem. But critics have happily risen from the simplistic assessment of Lawrence Hyman Andrew Marvell, Twayne
English Authors Series (New York: Grosset and Dunlap, 1964), 85, who assumed
that Marvell “is attacking the whole idea of a withdrawal from action.”

114

Quidditas

woods, and then in the final line, back to the house itself. There are,
as we have seen, critics who have found the poem episodic.9 For
all of Marvell’s aspirations to ease and contemplation in his bucolic
retreat, the poem is filled with rigorous action, most notably William
Fairfax’s assault on the nunnery to rescue Isabel, the military actions
of the bees and the flowers, the robust dance of the mowers at harvest
time, and the woodpecker with his associate, the “traitor-worm,”
felling the tree. These vigorous actions make the contrast with the
stillness and order imposed on this bustling scene by Maria all the
more impressive. The industrious actions of bees, flowers, mowers
and the like also call into question the retirement of Lord Fairfax
but even more strongly expose the lapses into indolence of two key
characters, Isabel Thwaites and the poet himself.
The bad magic of the nun who tempts Isabel to join the
convent is specifically contrasted with the lapse of the poet into
his indolence in the woods. Isabel is rescued from her cloistered
indolence by the vigorous action of young William Fairfax, while the
poet’s redemption is prompted by the gracious appearance of young
Maria. Both Isabel and the poet are tempted to fall by complex
appeals—Isabel, by the smooth rhetorical strategy of the nun, and
the poet when he is consciously seduced by the natural pleasures
of the woods. There is no avoiding the poet’s judgmental language
in the case of Isabel: “The nun’s smooth tongue has sucked her in”
(stanza 25). Isabel is in need of redemption, not merely a physical
rescue from the convent.
The nun’s temptation looks backward to Comus’ complex
temptation of Lady Alice—which Marvell would have known
from reading Poems of Mr. John Milton in 1646 or through his
friendship with the poet—and forward to Satan’s temptation of Eve
in Paradise Lost. Like Comus, the nun holds out the possibility
9 I doubt if there are any critics today who find this rich and compact
poem too long, as Douglas Bush, English Literature in the Earlier Seventeenth
Century, 1600-1660, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962), 170, famously
complained: “We may look first at the long, perhaps over-long ‘Upon Appleton
House.’ ”
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of power, security, pleasure and piety (“Here pleasure piety doth
meet”), and the hint of illicit sexual activity immediately precedes
Isabel’s capitulation (“Each night among us to your side / Appoint a
fresh and virgin bride”). Like Spenser’s Archimago, the nun paints
the joys of the cloistered life as a compelling mixture of piety and
sensual activity, and she is of course guilty of what Marvell some
years later would later disdainfully call “down-right Popery.”10 The
riotous stanza in which the nuns retaliate against young Fairfax,
attacking him with their wooden saints, holy-water brush and beads,
seems like a set of burlesque stanzas which had been rejected from
The Faerie Queene. The episode shows that the smooth, sensuous
sisters are just as capable of brash action as their Protestant nemesis.
The episode of the nun’s temptation of Isabel is neither too long for
the poem, as has occasionally been charged, nor a digression from
the main purpose. Most importantly, it sets up a comparison with
the temptation and fall of the poet, who unlike Isabel. endures no
verbal temptation and simply succumbs to the overwhelming allure
of Nature herself.
By contrast to Isabel, who understands the discipline and
severity of the monastic life, the poet plunges into the sensuous
delights of the forest. He flees to the woods to escape the flooding
of the meadow when the river overflows. As he treads carelessly on
the patch of “gelid strawberries,” he witnesses two symbolic gestures
of verticality— the heron dropping one of its young, and then the
remarkable toppling of the hollow oak as a result of the aggressive
conspiracy of the hewel (the woodpecker) and the “traitor-worm.”
The poet imagines himself capable of conferring with birds and
trees. There is no harm for him to imagine he can speak with the
birds in their original language, but he is either ecstatic or delusional
when he begins to produce “strange prophecies” out of his fancy.
Having plunged into the woods, the poet now surrenders
himself passively to the work of Nature. Unlike the startled Puritans
10 Andrew Marvell, The Prose Works of Andrew Marvell. v. 2: 1676-78,
ed. Annabel Patterson, et al. (New Haven: Yale UP, 2003), 225.
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in “Bermudas” who are uneasily attacked by the tropical vegetation,
the poet delights in his embrace by the oak leaves and ivy. That the
ivy “Me licks, and clasps, and curls, and hales” (stanza 74) by the
sensuous nature of its verbs suggests a voluptuary surrender; that the
poet now moves “Like some great prelate of the grove” (stanza 74)
surely suggests a capitulation to decadence, at least for Marvell’s
Puritan readers. The linking of epicurean delights with a bishop’s
cope sounds like an attack on the then out-of-power bishops that
might been borrowed from one of Milton’s anti-prelatical tracts of
the 1640s.11 At this point, the poet’s surrender to voluptuary pleasure
is not complete: he tosses “On pallets swoll’n of velvet moss” and is
cooled by the wind. Encamping his mind behind the trees, the poets
asks the woodbines, vines, brambles and briars all to hold. Like
Isabel, the poet has consciously surrendered to sin and has suffered
a fall. In one of his sermons, John Donne explains sin as a fall, in the
Augustinian sense:
No man falls lower, then he that falls into a course of sin; Sin is
a fall; It is not only a deviation, a turning out of the way, upon
the right, or the left hand, but it is a sinking, a falling . .12

The poet’s lassitude is such a deviation, sinking and falling.
And although the analogy is not completely fair, it is tempting
to borrow a striking passage from G. Wilson Knight’s essay on
Shakespeare’s Prince Pericles to describe the condition of the poet
at this point in “Upon Appleton House”: “Our hero’s adventure is a
plunge into sin and death closely associated with ravishing desire.
He has not actively sinned except in giving way to a lustful and
cheating fantasy, but the result is immersion into an experience of
11 As Nicholas von Maltzahn, in Prose Works, v. 2, 192, reminds us, in a
deft phrase, “episcopal presumption” was a favorite topic of Marvell throughout
his literary career.
12 John Donne, Sermons of John Donne, ed. Evelyn Simpson and
George Potter (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1953-62), v.6, 68-69..
The sermon, on Apocalypse 20.6, was preached at St. Paul’s, Easter evening in
1624.
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evil . . . .” 13 As in the play Pericles and the late romances generally,
the daughter who had been lost and then miraculously recovered
tends to replace her father as the focus of dramatic interest. In this
poem, Maria takes over the redemptive function of characters like
Marina, Perdita and Miranda.
II
The agent of the poet’s redemption will be the gracious Maria.
The poet’s relationship with Mary Fairfax has been described in
an alarming variety of ways. Marvell’s recent biographer, Nicholas
Murray, has even hinted alarmingly at an illicit Humbert-Lolita
relationship between the tutor and his pupil.14
More plausibly, Maria is an unsullied version of her
predecessor and ancestor, Isabel, and she bears comparison with a
number of literary forebears, such as Elizabeth Drury, Lady Alice
in Milton’s Comus, Marina in Pericles, and even with that ultimate
“ewig Weibliche,” the Blessed Virgin Mary. She is certainly a force
of nature. When she first appears in the poem, identified generically
as the “virgin Nymph,” it is parenthetically, when we are informed
that the flowers in the Fairfax garden (who have been raised, like
Maria, on military discipline); the flowers salute her parents but,
surprisingly, don’t salute Mary, who is herself a flower among flowers
(stanza 38). In her climactic appearance, beginning at stanza 82, she
shames the poet out of his indolence simply by walking onto the
13 G. Wilson Knight, The Crown of Life (New York: Barnes and Noble,
1966, o. p. 1947), 36.
14 To say, as does Nicholas Murray, Andrew Marvell: World Enough and
Time (London: Abacus, 2000), 57, that the poem has “a faintly unsettling explicitness that can recall for the modern reader the charged ambiguities of Lolita” seems
more the imposition of modern prurience on the poem than a legitimate reading
of what is actually present. A more helpful analogy than that, I think, would be
the powerful relationship between the tutor (Septimus Hodge) in Tom Stoppard’s
play Arcadia (1993), Septimus Hodge, and his precocious pupil (Thomasina):
playful, whimsical, intellectual, profoundly serious and delightfully mysterious.
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scene; she is described as the law of her sex and the awe of her age.
Whether the depiction of Maria is indebted to Donne’s Anniversary
poems has long been a subject of debate. Don Cameron Allen
assumes the connection and notes that “as the ‘She’ of Donne’s
Anniversaries is sometimes Elizabeth and sometimes persona
symbolica, so Maria is possibly sometimes herself and sometimes
another person.”15 But it is hard not to think of Elizabeth Drury
when Maria is said to give her qualities to the various locales of the
poem, since both young women are remarkable for their generosity;
as the prefatory poem to the “First Anniversary” explains, “Yet what
we give to thee, thou gav’st to us” (“To the Praise of the Dead,” line
31). More strikingly, Maria is said to charm the world and vitrify
nature itself (stanza 86).
By allowing her parents to make a wise nuptial choice for
her, Maria will eventually allow her parents “to make their destiny
their choice” (stanza 93).16 Since the final three stanzas of the poem
turn somewhat abruptly away from Maria and return the focus to the
estate as a whole and then the house in the final two lines, to allow
the recently-chastened poet to find shelter from the darkness, there is
15 Allen, 220. Berger, 190, identified her as “the embodiment of rules,
external constraint, domestic and social decorum,” while Friedman, Cambridge
Companion, 289, depicts her as “the ordering principle that gives form to inchoate
nature,” although these descriptions seem to make her either too schoolmarmish
or too functional, robbing her of some of her charm. Wallace, 251, admired her
for entering like a heavenly messenger, and more aptly, Allen, 220, links her entrance to the birth of Jesus in Milton’s “Nativity Ode”; in both poems, he argues,
“The appearance of a special person in the realm of Nature results in a calm and
quiet that is almost static.” Like the infant Jesus, she is observed with awe by
mankind and nature alike (stanza 85), and she freely gives her qualities to the
gardens, woods, meadow and river depicted in the poem (stanza 87). The men
and creatures who watch the entrance of Mary could say, as Comus does of Lady
Alice, “Sure something holy lodges in that brest” (Comus, line 246).
16 By contrast with Allen, James Turner, 74, denies that Maria is Elizabeth. He makes the reasonable distinction that Maria (unlike Elizabeth Drury) is
alive, eligible for marriage and procreation, and likely to inherit the estate.
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some ambiguity about exactly who or what is being addressed in the
line “You, heaven’s centre, Nature’s lap, / And Paradice’s only map”
(stanza 96). The comparison of the Fairfax estate in the previous
stanza to the Bel-Retiro and the Idalian grove seem to imply that
“heaven’s centre” must be the estate itself. But the reference in stanza
96, to the world as a “rude heap” seems to recall Donne’s description
of the world as a “cinder” after the death of Elizabeth Drury; and
since the prospect of renewed fertility and dynastic continuation
focus on Maria and her prospective marriage, it seems likely that
Maria is “You” being addressed by the wayward poet whom she
has redeemed by her gracious intervention: “You, heaven’s centre,
Nature’s lap, / And Paradice’s only map.” For rescuing the poet
from his indolence and sensual indulgence, Marvell the poet ought
to say to Maria something like what the redeemed Pericles says to
his daughter:
Down on thy knees, thank the holy gods as loud
As thunder threatens us, this is Marina!
(Pericles, sc. 21, lines 187-88)17

“Upon Appleton House” repeats the pattern of many Shakespearean
romances, in which a redemptive daughter tends to replace the father
as the center of dramatic and emotional interest.
In conclusion, under the tutelage of Maria Fairfax, Marvell
the poet undertakes a presumed course of repentance and amendment
of life after having been exposed as the “prelate of the grove” in a
moment of sensual indolence. Just as Isabel Thwaites was rescued
from the seductive charms of the cloister by the intrepid William
Fairfax, Marvell is recalled to action and discipline by his pupil. By
the means of her prudent marriage at some time in the near future,
Maria will allow her distinguished parents, the military hero Lord
Fairfax and his wife, the “starry Vere,” “to make their destiny their
choice.” This prudent dynastic marriage will presumably redeem
the contemplative Lord Fairfax, who had retired to Appleton House
17 William Shakespeare, Pericles, ed. Roger Warren (Oxford Shakespeare. Oxford and New York: 2003).
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before the cessation of hostilities during the civil wars, from even the
veiled accusation of indolence that the poet had hinted at: “But he
preferred to the Cinque Ports / These five imaginary forts,” (stanza
44). Like the nun who had attempted to seduce Isabel into the
sensual ease of the cloister, the poet had temporarily succumbed to
the blandishments of sensual indolence. Through the agency of her
evening walk, Maria leads the poet, the “easy philosopher,” back to
his proper calling. The poem insists that, even in so worthy a place of
rural retirement as Appleton House, we are inescapably accountable
for our actions. For all its pastoral charms, “Upon Appleton House”
provides no retreat from moral responsibility.18
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